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Abstract
Since the end of the previous century, there has been an increasing realization 
that the Church in the Majority world now forms the “majority” of the Christian 
population worldwide. To read much of the literature regarding this phenomenon, 
one would think that the idea of the church being a worldwide community was 
something which has arisen recently. As one glances back at the history of Christian 
faith, however, one is struck by the reality that the mission of the Church has always 
been “from everywhere to everywhere,” and that the Gospel was brought to the 
West itself (insofar as the “West” could be understood to have even existed at that 
time) by people from “colonies” in other parts of the world. Far from mission from 
outside the West being a “new” thing, the situation can now be understood as a 
return to the historic norm, in which followers of Jesus from any part of the world 
can expect to be engaged in God’s work among people anywhere else. In this paper, 
I will seek to trace this reality, and note both its resurgence as well as its trajectory 
into the future.
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Since the end of the twentieth century, there has been an increasing emphasis 
in Christian and in missions circles on the rise of the “Global South” in the 
Christian community worldwide, and the reality that Christians from outside of 
areas traditionally considered to be part of the “West” now form the majority of 
Christians worldwide. This has been perhaps most famously underlined in volumes 
such as Philip Jenkins’ The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity 
(third edition 2013; originally published in 2002), and more recently as the 
Anglican and Methodist communions have found their large African contingents 
working to uphold historic orthodoxy in Western settings where biblical authority 
has sometimes been regarded as secondary to more modern social trends.
When the perspective of such developments is that the churches in Asia, 
Africa and South America are the “younger” results of earlier mission work carried 
out by those in the West, it would seem that there is a trajectory of the Gospel 
and of Christian community moving from the West to the “East” (or South), and 
that even as the Gospel declines in the former, it has grown dramatically in the 
latter. When, however, one takes the longer view of Christian history, one begins 
to see that the reality is that Christian faith has always been rightly understood 
as a worldwide phenomenon, and that influence within the Church has been 
correctly understood multidirectional as well as multicultural. Jenkins himself has 
noticed this to an extent, with his subsequent (2009) volume, The Lost History of 
Christianity: The Thousand-Year Golden Age of the Church in the Middle East, Africa, 
and Asia--and How It Died.
In analyzing this topic, one difficulty which arises is in regard to the definition 
of the “West”: In modern times, we tend to define the West as, loosely, the regions 
and countries of Western Europe, and those which were settled primarily by those 
of Western European stock in North America (the United States and Canada) 
and Oceana (Australia and New Zealand). This definition is somewhat difficult 
to sustain when we are discussing the world of the first millennium in which the 
northern reaches of Europe remained the unreached hinterlands, and the key centers 
of Christianity were in centers of power such as Rome and Constantinople, as well 
as places which were less central politically such as Edessa and the Egyptian desert.
The story of the Gospel begins, of course, away from the corridors of power, and 
in the relative backwaters of the Levant. Beginning primarily among Jewish people 
in their native land, and then spreading among both the Jewish Mediterranean 
diaspora, the message and life of the risen Christ began to spread among non-Jews 
in the region as well, with the initial agents being Jewish followers of Jesus. Early 
Church history is replete with examples of the influence of theologians from Egypt, 
North Africa and Syria on the development of Christian thought and theology, and 
interacting freely with those from the upper Mediterranean.
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In this brief essay, however, we are going to examine three examples of influence 
of those from outside of the “center” of Christian life in the upper Mediterranean 
which had something of a missional turn. First, we will examine the influence of 
the Desert Fathers (and Mothers) of Egypt on the development of the monastic 
movement, and especially of the influential and widespread biography of the early 
monk Anthony authored by Athanasius (e.g., Athanasius 1979). 
We will then turn to another key figure in the development of Egyptian 
monasticism, but more to the writings which we pseudonymously circulated under 
his name in the fourth century: Macarius of Egypt.  Likely originating in Syria, and 
written in Greek, these Homilies had an influence throughout the Christian world 
as devotional literature, and apparently on the theology of both contemporary and 
later theologians. As we will see, in Europe, the Homilies, especially the second 
collection of fifty of them, also had an influence on the founders of Pietism and 
Methodism.
Finally, these examples are mainly centripetal in that they drew people from 
across the Christian world to engage in monastic asceticism, and to carry the 
teachings and practices of the monks of Scete and the Nitrian Desert back to 
Europe. Most fascinatingly, however, we will see that some of these monks may 
have gone as missionaries to the as-yet-unreached British Isles and Ireland, and 
engaged in cross-cultural mission themselves in this very different context.
The Influence of Egyptian Monasticism on 
the West
The monastic movement within Christianity has often quite famously been 
traced to Egypt, though it’s possible that this was preceded by Syrian monasticism 
(MacCulloch 2009: 203), or at least appeared at roughly the same time in both 
Syria and Egypt (Guillaumont 1991: 5:1663). Some have speculated that Egyptian 
monasticism may have some connections with the communities of Jewish monastic 
Theraputae mentioned by Philo of Alexandria in his On the Contemplative Life 
(comparing them as more solitary contemplatives to the more communal, but 
also monastic Essenes)(Scouteris N.d). Others insist that this was more of an 
indigenous Egyptian development, possibly initiated by Paul of Thebes initially 
seeking relief from the Decian persecutions of 249-250, but eventually settling 
into the desert to pursue the solitary life (Guillaumont 1991: 5:1661). Paul was 
followed by Antony (c. 251-356), who came to be considered the “father of the 
monks” (Ibid.), and the most famous of the early monastics in Egypt. Antony and 
those following him (and many of those described in the collected writings of the 
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Desert Fathers [E.g., see Waddell 1962]) were referred to as those who practiced 
anachoresis (solitude; thus often transliterated “anchorites”). Generally speaking, 
however, those following Antony’s example actually practiced what one writer has 
referred to as “semi-anchoritism,” where the monks would live alone in their cells 
and united only on Saturday for a communal meal and to partake of the Eucharist 
(Guillaumont 1991:5:1661).
Not too long afterward, former soldier Pachomius (c. 292-348), an Egyptian 
who had served with the Roman military in Gaul, entered the monastic life as an 
anchorite. He later led in the development of cenobitic monasticism (Ibid.), focused 
less on individual solitude than on communal life. Pachomius applied some of the 
organizational skill that he had learned in the military, and providentially utilized 
abandoned villages along the Nile to establish monastic communities which 
practiced a very austere asceticism (MacCulloch 2009:203-204). Worth noting is 
that Pachomius’ sister, Marie, founded a parallel order for women, too (Ibid.: 204). 
Both forms of monasticism were significantly indigenous, with the majority of 
the monks being native Egyptians whose first language (and in many cases, only 
language) was Coptic (Neill 1986: 33).
The key influence which Egyptian monasticism was to have on the West, 
and on the development of Christianity in the West, was initially by means of 
the distribution of a biography of Antony, written in Greek by his friend, bishop 
Athanasius of Alexandria (296-373). Containing an account of Antony’s “spiritual 
athleticism” in terms of his asceticism, miracles, spiritual combat with the powers 
of darkness, and great wisdom, Athanasius wrote it particularly with an eye to 
influencing the Western Church with this account (Meinardus 1992:1), and the 
volume was copied and widely distributed in Greek, cited as an influence by the 
likes of Gregory Nazianzen (329-390) (Ibid.). Translated into Latin by Evagrius 
(345-399), it spread even further, influencing the likes of Jerome (347-420) and 
Augustine (354-430) (Ibid.); it has been suggested that it may have been the “most 
read book in the Christian world after the Bible” (MacCulloch 2009: 205). While 
questions have been and can be raised about both the accuracy and the motivation 
of the account (Ibid.: 206), this is ultimately not as important as the influence 
which the biography of Antony had in spreading the ethos of monasticism across 
the Christian world, and particularly to the West.
A generation later, another figure arrived on the scene who further illustrates 
the largely centripetal manner of the influence of Egyptian monasticism on the 
West. Born in what is now Romania, John Cassian (360-435) came initially to 
Palestine and was initiated into monastic life in Bethlehem. He became intrigued 
with the reports which he heard out of Egypt, however, and decided to travel there 
and learn from the desert monastics. For seven years he remained there, absorbing 
the wisdom of the monks, and interviewing them at length in what would eventually 
be compiled toward the end of his life as the his Conferences. These consisted of his 
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recollection of interviews with various monks in Lower Egypt, which he wrote at 
the request of his colleagues in the monastery in Marseilles where he settled (Guy 
1991: 2: 461). John is understood to form a kind of bridge between the Eastern and 
Western Church of the time. This is not only because he sought wisdom from the 
monks of Egypt, but because in providing this for a Western audience, he sought 
to communicate this wisdom into their cultural idiom, effectively contextualizing 
the message. Guy writes,
Under the guise of a simple compiler who might allow himself only some slight 
adaptations to the Western climate and context, Cassian in reality laid the 
foundation of the first coherent pedagogy of Christian experience, and he did so 
by reworking and transposing into a new culture the experiences received from 
the monks of Egypt. (Guy 1991:2:463).
Thus the message of the life of the monks and of spiritual formation in the 
context of the monastic life, and the wisdom which John Cassian had sought from 
those who they perceived to be Christian elders in the more marginalized fringes of 
the Roman Mediterranean was thus effectively brought to Europe – both to what 
were considered more central areas such as Constantinople, and to places which 
might have been perceived as being elsewhere “on the fringes” such as in Marseilles 
(Meinardus 1992:3).
Another of the most famous and influential of the early Egyptian ascetics 
was Macarius (c. 294-394), who was said to be a disciple of Antony (Meinardus 
1992: 3). He is said to have been instrumental in establishing monasticism in Scete, 
into which thousands followed him (Ibid.: 33). While his fame as a pioneer of 
monasticism is significant, of greater influence were three collections of writings, 
the Spiritual Homilies, as well as a “Great Letter” attributed to him. As scholars have 
by now almost universally affirmed, however, this collection of writings was not the 
work of Macarius, but rather of an anonymous Syrian (Maloney 1992: 6-8), possibly 
identified as Symeon of Mesopotamia (Dörries 1941: 7-8). His writings may have 
been circulated anonymously due to a suspicion of connections with Messalian 
groups in Syria (who prioritized religious experience over the sacraments, and who 
may have been extreme in their asceticism) (Maloney 1992: 8).
In spite of the apparent anonymity of the author, however, these writings have 
been some of the most influential in Christian history, including in the West. 
Macarius scholar Marcus Plested asserts that “The Macarian writings are one of 
the principal fountainheads of the Christian ascetic and mystical tradition” (Plested 
2004: 1); Plested goes on to describe the influence the Macarian writings had on 
key figures in the development of especially Eastern Christian traditions: Maximus 
the Confessor (c. 580-662), Symeon the New Theologian (949-1022) and Gregory 
Palamas (1296-1357) (Ibid.). George Maloney adds to this list the great Cappadocian 
theologian Gregory of Nyssa (335-394), citing recent scholarship which notes that 
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parallels between Gregory’s De Instituto Christiano and the Macarian “Great Letter” 
likely point to the former having borrowed from the latter, rather than the other way 
around (Maloney 1992: 250).
More fascinating as well is that while the Macarian writings, especially with their 
emphasis on themes of union with God, sanctification, and Holy Spirit empowering 
(Friedman 2012), continued to circulate and maintain and influence in both the 
East and in the West, this influence extended into the Reformation, too, with early 
“proto-Pietist” Johann Arndt (1555-1621) having memorized the Fifty Spiritual 
Homilies (Plested 2004: 1-2, n. 2), with their contents influencing his landmark True 
Christianity (1605-1610). The Spiritual Homilies also had an influence, both directly 
and indirectly via Arndt, on the development of the early Methodist theology of 
sanctification (Friedman 2012: 98-100). Thus the anonymous writings of a fourth-
century Syrian monk had a remarkable impact on the development of both Eastern 
and Western theology, all the way into the later Reformation.
The question then arises, however: In addition to this extensive centripetal 
influence by means of others coming to Egypt and returning, was the Egyptian 
Church involved in any significant centrifugal mission – that is to say, were Egyptians 
involved in outreach to as-yet-unreached regions? While it’s difficult to be completely 
certain, there is evidence pointing to their having been involved in outreach into 
Europe. Some of the most fascinating speculation on this subject is in connection 
with the influence of Egyptian monasticism in England, Scotland and Ireland.
Egyptian influence on Christianity in the British Isles is easily grasped through 
artistic, literary and liturgical parallels (Meinardus 1992:4). There are examples of 
early Christian iconic art in Britain and Ireland which replicate Egyptian models. 
William Dalrymple, for example, shows an image representing Paul of Thebes 
and Antony of the desert breaking bread together, depicted in a rather stylized 
manner. Dalrymple places two examples of this image side by side: One is from the 
monastery of Saint Antony in Egypt, and the other is on a Pictish symbol stone in 
Scotland (Dalrymple 2004: photo plate), which also includes an image of Christ 
which is said to resemble a similar icon from St. Catherine’s monastery in Sinai 
(Dalrymple 2008). The late eighth century Stowe Missal in Ireland, the oldest missal 
in the country, includes references to the Egyptian anchorites (Meinardus 1992: 4). 
This Egyptian influence in British and Irish monasticism goes back to at least the 
fifth century (Ritner 1976: 65). The Antiphonary of Bangor, the oldest Irish liturgical 
manuscript of any kind (late seventh century) includes the following lines: 
This house full of delight 
Is built on the rock
And indeed the true vine
Transplanted out of Egypt. (Dalrymple 2008).
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Certainly the degree of ascetic intensity followed by the Egyptian monastics 
seems to have been replicated in Irish monasticism (Ritner 1976: 67), and in 
communities subsequently influenced, as Irish monks went forth in evangelistic 
mission across northern Europe. Further evidence has been indicated for the 
presence (and martyrdom) of Egyptian Christian missionaries in Switzerland at an 
early date (Ibid.: 81-82). Moreover, there is reference in the “litany of St. Oengus” 
in the Book of Leinster, asking for the aid of the “seven Egyptian monks in Disert 
Ullaigh” (Ibid.: 83; sic), noting the development of a kind of “equivalent” of a desert 
monastery (Ibid.).
While the indirect influence of the Egyptian monks is fairly certain, the idea 
of Egyptian missionaries seeking to bring the Gospel and discipleship as they 
understood it to the wild reaches of northwest Europe imply something about the 
nature of World Christianity – it moves in multiple directions, and will continue 
to do so. That European Christians in the “younger” churches sought wisdom from 
their Egyptian brothers might sound odd to Western Christians of the colonial 
era, but within their time, it would have been business as usual. May their example 
inspire us as well to learn well from one another, across the global body of Christ, 
and to teach our students the same.
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